ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
notes that the definition of the brand construct remains one of the unresolved issues in brand management literature. There is wide disagreement amongst scholars on the subject .Since there is no universally accepted definition of the brand construct, this paper conceptualizes a brand as the totality of how an organisation and its products or services are perceived by current and prospective customers. In the same vein, Dall'Olmo Riley (2009) view brand equity as the second contentious area in branding literature.This is corroborated by Winters (1991, p.70) who argues that "if you ask ten people to define brand equity, you are likely to get ten (maybe 11) different answers as to what it means". Keller (2008) notes that although there is no universally accepted definition of brand equity, all the definitions share the notion that brand equity denoted added value endowed by the brand to the product, and it can be positive or negative. This is captured by Kotler and Pfoertsch (2006) who argue that the concept of brand equity is generally meant to capture the value of a brand. This paper views perceived brand equity as an aggregate of the how well consumers are aware of the sports entities (Identification) and the depth of the psychological connections that customers have with those sports entities (Internalization), on the one hand, and totality of the strength, favourability and uniqueness of the brand associations (image) that the sports entities own inside the minds of consumers, on the other, and it can be positive and negative. The study was inspired by Kerr and Gladden (2008) who encouraged future research in order to identify factors that might contribute to the creation of professionalsport team brand equity. Higgins (2006) adds to this view where she argues that understanding how brand equity can lead to competitive advantage is essential for sports managers because sport naturally has an uncertain outcome, and they cannot control wins or losses.
Although research on sport brand equity has received increased attention from scholars in the last twenty years, the nature and significance of sport branding is opaque and remains under researched. This is captured by Ross (2006) who argues that although sports organizations have begun to realize the benefits of creating favourable brand associations, very few studies in branding literature have approached brand equity from a sport perspective. Most frameworks on sports team brand equity do not take into account the subjective, intangible and experiential nature of sport, since they were developed from a manufactured goods perspective (Ross, 2006) . It was also noted that some of the frameworks on brand equity in sports teams do not accurately mirror the brand associations of sports teams, since they were developed from brand association dimensions developed by the researchers as opposed to customer brand perceptions (Ross, James and Vargas (2006) . Biscaia et al. (2013) note the dimensionality of brand equity professional sports teams has not been unanimous. The sports brand equity models by Gladden et al.(1998) , Gladden and Milne (1999) and Kerr and Gladden (2008) are based on Aaker's (1991) Brand Equity model and they conceptualise brand equity as an aggregate of brand awareness, perceived quality, brand associations and brand loyalty .On the other hand, the sports brand equity models by Gladden and Funk (2002) , Bauer, Sauer and Schmit (2005) , Bauer, Stokburger-Sauer and Exler (2008) and Arai, Ko and Kaplanidou (2013) are grounded on Keller's(1993) Brand Knowledge model and they conceptualise brand equity as an aggregate of brand awareness and brand associations. In the same vein, although the models by Ross (2006) , Ross et al. (2006) , and Naik and Gupta (2013) were not developed from a manufactured goods perspective, they also conceptualise sport brand equity as an aggregate of brand awareness and brand associations. Some of frameworks on sport branding only focus on a single dimension of brand equity (brand associations). Since building strong brands is about developing and maintaining strong perceptions in the minds of customers (Kotler and Phoertsch, 2006) , the study sought to explore the antecedents, dimensions and market consequences of the brand perceptions held by Zimbabwean users of professional brand and develop a strategic brand management framework that can bridge existing practical and theoretical knowledge gaps in the management of sports brands in the country.
METHODOLOGY
The study followed the exploratory sequential mixed methods research design, as described by Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) ,in that it utilised such qualitative procedures as; free-thought listing, semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions to explore the antecedents, dimensions and market consequences of the brand perceptions held by Zimbabwean consumers for professional football teams in its first phase. In the qualitative phase of the study. Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data from five categories of producers and users of football brands, with samples being purposively selected from each stratum for detailed investigation, as summarized in Table 1 below. The sample of 64 interviewees was considered adequate to achieve data saturation, theoretical saturation, or informational redundancy since it is much greater than the minimum threshold of 12 participants, as recommended by Guest, Bunce and Johnson (2006) . The Free-thought listing technique was used to identify the brand associations that consumers hold toward their favourite professional football team. The Free-thoughtlisting process was used to collect data from sixty nine purposively sampled fans of professional football teams. Three focus group discussions were carried out to further explore the themes that emerged from the semistructured interviews. The decision to conduct three focus group discussions, on the other hand, was informed by the recommendations from Onwuegbuzie et al. (2009) who argue that 3-6 focus groups can generate adequate information to meet the exploratory objectives of most qualitative studies.
In the second phase of the study, the findings from the qualitative strand were used to generate data collection instruments for questionnaire survey. This was meant to assess the overall prevalence of the variables identified in the first phase from a large number of users of football brands. Structured observation was also used to gather data in this phase. For the purpose of the questionnaire survey600 questionnaires were distributed, of which 465 were completed and returned. The main section of the questionnaire contained questions where all items were measured on a 7-point Likert type scale; ranging from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree. Neuman (2004) notes that, using such a scale for large numbers of questions, as was the case in this study can result in a "response set"-a situation where respondents display a tendency for answering questions in the same way, out of laziness or a psychological predisposition. To minimize this effect, the completed questionnaires were thoroughly scrutinized and those that were not fully completed or contained 10 or more consecutive answers on the same scale were excluded from the final analysis, leaving 402 usable questionnaires, for an effective response rate of 67%. Structured street observation surveys were used to determine the market consequences of the brand perceptions held by Zimbabwean consumers for professional football teams, by measuring Zimbabwean football fans' "active engagement levels" with local, regional and global professional football brands .This was done by comparing the frequency with which fans in Bulawayo ,Harare and Mutare wear clothing that features the logos of local, regional and global professional football teams during selected days when there were no matches involving any of the teams that are popular on the Zimbabwean football market. A total of 2085 cases of fans wearing replica jerseys of professional football teams were observed. In this study, the NVivo 10 software package was used to analyse qualitative data .The analysis of quantitative data was performed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 21.0 data analysis software. Data analysis was connected, and integration occurred at the data interpretation stage
RESULTS
The findings from the qualitative strand of the study identified family influence, peer pressure, ethnicity, coproduct related attributes and the benefits attached to sport consumption as the main reasons why some Zimbabwean consumers support local professional football teams. The results show that fan loyalty trends for local professional football teams function in tandem with the ethnic identity systems in the country. The mass exodus of Zimbabwean footballers to South African teams has influenced some Zimbabwean fans to follow and become attached to South African professional football teams. In the same vein, the marketing strategies of such English professional football teams as; Arsenal Football Club, Chelsea Football Club, Liverpool Football Club, Manchester City Football Club and Coventry Football Club involving the recruitment talented footballers from Zimbabwe and other African countries influenced Zimbabwean fans to support these teams. These findings partly corroborate the views of (Wann et al., 1996) who note that the initial reasons for becoming a fan are parental and family influence, the players' talent level and personalities, geographic and peer influence, and the team's success. They also capture the observations by Chanavat and Bodet (2009) who note that geographic, cultural and family bonds were the strongest antecedents of brand equity in European professional football teams. The antecedents of brand equity that were identified in the qualitative strand of the study were incorporated in the questionnaires that were used to collect data from 402 individual consumers of football products in order to test their prevalence in wider population. A Onesample T-test (α = 0.05) with a test value of 4.0, indicating the midpoint of a 7-point Likert-type scale, was used to validate the listed antecedents of brand equity for local and foreign professional football teams.  Any mean scores that were greater than the test value (4.0), indicated that the factor under consideration was a significant antecedent of brand equity in professional football teams.  Any mean scores that were less than the test value (4.0), indicated that the factor under consideration was an insignificant antecedent of brand equity in professional football teams.  Mean values equal to the test value (4.0), indicated that the factor under consideration is neither significant nor insignificant as an antecedent of brand equity in professional football teams. .This is because these factors do not apply across all sport settings. These findings are in line with the views of Wright (1999) who argued that the globalization of football has led to the dilution of national particularities in the game. On the antecedents of brand equity in consumer-team relationships involving corporate consumers, the results showed that the companies' football selections decisions for sponsorship and media coverage are mainly influenced by the football entity's perceived brand equity, since it determines return on investment. According to these findings, perceived brand equity in professional football teams on the Zimbabwean market is determined by the amount of information that customers have about the teams and the strength and favorability of the brand associations (images) that the teams own inside the minds of consumers. The study identified several factors, which lead to the creation of brand equity in professional football teams. These factors were then grouped into three categories by clustering related elements together. The first category was coined as, Consumption ExperienceTrigged Antecedents. This category represents the experienceinduced brand perceptions that sports consumers develop as they consume the core-product of their favorite sports teams through one or a combination of the various modes of sport consumption, such modes of game consumption as; live attendance at the match venue, television, radio, newspaper, social networks and the internet. 
The dimensions of sports team brand equity
The dimensions of brand equity Biscaia et al. (2013) note the dimensionality of brand equity in professional sports teams has not been unanimous. In line with the views of Keller (1993) , Erdem and Swait (2004) , and Ross (2006) , the research findings do not support Aaker's (1991) conceptualisation of brand equity as an aggregate of brand awareness, perceived quality, brand associations and brand loyalty . The findings from the free-thought listing survey view brand loyalty as a consequence of brand of brand equity and perceived quality as part of product-related brand associations. As a result, perceived brand equity in professional football teams is an aggregate of brand awareness and brand associations and this can be negative or positive.
Brand Awareness
The findings corroborate the observations by Ross et al. (2008) , who view Team Identification and Internalization as antecedents to sport team awareness. On team identification, results showed that respondents had good levels of awareness for their favorite professional football teams since they were able to accurately recall their brand attributes. The participants had better levels of brand awareness for foreign professional football teams than local professional football teams. In the free-thought listing survey, only 27.3 % of the teams that were listed by the 69 participants as their favorite professional football teams were local and 72.7 % were foreign. The majority of the individual consumer interviewees indicated that they "frequently or always" think about their favorite professional. They also acknowledged that they had deep emotional connections with other fans of their favourite professional football teams. To buttress this point, one of them said,  "Yes, we meet frequently to share our successes and misery".
Most of these participants indicated that they follow "almost every game" played by their favorite teams and "frequently" visit the team's official websites and social network pages. They also indicated that they frequently buy and regularly display merchandise belonging to their favorite professional football teams. 85.3 % of the individual consumer interview participants indicated that they have never changed the football teams they support. 95.1 % of these interviewees indicated that they would not switch their support to other teams if their favorite teams start performing badly on the field of play. In the same vein, 73.8 % of these participants indicated that they would not switch their support to other teams if their favorite teams conduct themselves in a manner that tarnishes their public images or destroys their credibility since every institution has a bad spell at some point and mistakes can always be corrected. These findings concur with those from a study by Neal (2006) which established that sports teams seem to gather uncommon levels of loyalty from their customers. As a result, they can weather economic downturns, long-term competitive disadvantage and continual performance failures on the field of play, to emerge with a core of dedicated, committed and loyal customers (Ibid). However, the participants agreed that "star struck fans", whose allegiance to a team is influenced by the presence of their favorite player at the team tend to switch their loyalty when the star player moves to another team or retires from the game. Table 2 below. All the mean scores were greater than the test value (4.0), indicating that the study participants were strongly psychologically committed with their favorite professional football teams. The 25 brand association dimensions that were generated qualitatively in the first phase of the study, were validated through a One-Sample T-test (α = 0.05) in the quantitative strand of the study. The results show that such brand association dimensions as; ethnic and geographical considerations (M = 3.88), security and stadium factors (M =3. 73), concessions (M =3. 50), and service quality (M =3.06) were insignificant associations, since they recorded mean values below the test value (4.0). However, this does not mean that these elements should be deleted from the list of valid associations and neglected in future sport brand equity research. Their low mean scores stem from the fact that they do not apply across all the categories of the teams that were identified as favourites by the 402 respondents. For example, ethnic and geographical considerations recorded mean scores , above the test value (4.0), at M = 5.11 and M = 4.08 for South African and Zimbabwean teams ,respectively, and their overall low mean score was a product of their limited applicability in European professional football settings. By the same token, the lower mean scores for stadium related factors can be attributed to the fact that the majority of Zimbabwean consumers consume the core-products of their favourite professional teams through the media. These findings are in line with the views of Wright (1999) who argued that the globalization of football has led to the dilution of national particularities in the game. Data collected from individual consumers of football products show that they perceived local professional football teams as low value brands and European football teams as high value brands. These findings show that professional football teams have been able to generate positive brand associations along such brand dimensions as; team play characteristics, team success, organizational attributes, management, team tradition, non-player personnel, star player and brand mark and these mainly purported to European professional football teams. Negative associations mainly applied to Zimbabwean professional football teams. They included negative associations on product-related attributes where the respondents expressed their unhappiness with the inability to retain star players and quality technical personnel, poor current form, declining quality of football, poor team tactics. Along the management dimension, unfavourable associations included shambolic management practices and boardroom squabbles .Similarly, along the security and ethical dimensions, negative associations were recorded on such attributes as crowd violence, vulgarism, and bad behaviour by players. Finally, some of the respondents expressed their unhappiness with such ethnic discriminatory practices of some local professional football team as tribalism. According to Ries and Ries (1998) The team's colours and logo are distinct from those of its main rivalries. was less than the alpha (0.05).This shows that there were significant differences between the perceived attributes of Zimbabwean, European and South African professional along this brand attribute. European professional football teams score a relatively low mean score of M = 4.32 against M = 6.24 and M = 6.23, for Zimbabwean and South African professional football teams respectively. This validates results from the qualitative strand of the study which showed that the team colours and logos of European football teams were not as distinct from those of their main rivalries as those of Zimbabwean and South African professional football teams. Semi-structured interviews with representatives of football sponsoring companies and media-based consumers of football brands showed that they hold more favourable brand associations for foreign professional football than local teams. The participants drawn from sports sponsoring companies emphasized that they prefer to associate their brands with football teams they perceive as brands of high value. This is in line with the views of Meenaghan (1983) who states that sponsors have to consider the event's opportunity for target audience coverage, as well as that firms have to be aware of the image of the event, the possible transfer of image from the event to the company and the risk for negative effect when being associated with an event. The representatives of media-based consumers of football products attributed the failure by most top Zimbabwean professional football teams to attract positive and beneficial media coverage to their negative perceived brand equity. The results from the qualitative strand of the study revealed that European professional football teams commanded better levels of brand awareness and have been able to generate more stronger and favorable brand associations in the mind of Zimbabwean corporate and individual users of football brands. As a result, they are perceived as market leaders in their brand category by Zimbabwean consumers. South African professional football teams occupy the second position in the minds of the respondents who participated in the qualitative strand of the study. Zimbabwean professional football teams were positioned at the bottom of the standings. In the quantitative, the One-way ANOVA Test was utilized to determine whether the perceived team brand attributes differed significantly between Zimbabwean, European and South Africa professional football teams. European football brands recorded an average agreement mean score of 5.898 along the 40 brand attributes that were measures, South African brands followed closely with an average agreement mean score of 5.89225 and Zimbabwean brands were third with an average agreement mean score of 5.07575. This shows European professional football teams were perceived as brands of higher value when compared to South African and Zimbabwean professional football teams. South African professional football teams were also perceived as being superior in quality than Zimbabwean professional football teams.
The consequences sports team brand equity
The finding from the qualitative strand of the study showed that professional football teams derive a number of benefits from being perceived as having high brand value by individual and corporate consumers. These benefits include; increased customer loyalty, improved media exposure, improved revenue flows from match tickets sales, improved revenue flows from corporate sponsorship, improved revenue flows from merchandise sales, improved revenue flows from broadcasting rights agreements, improved revenue flows from jersey rights agreements, improved revenue flows from stock market activities, free brand promotion by the media, sponsors and fans, and improved brand image. These consequences of brand equity were also validated with a wider population, in the quantitative strand of the study. The recorded high mean scores such consequences as; "the failure by Zimbabwean professional football teams to generate adequate revenue from Gate Revenue, Television Rights, Jersey Rights, Merchandise sales and Corporate Sponsorship can be attributed to their low perceived brand value( M= 6.80)" and " European professional football teams' ability to generate adequate revenue from Gate Revenue, Television Rights, Jersey Rights, Merchandise Sales and Corporate Sponsorship to their high-perceived brand value (6.94)" show that the respondents strongly agreed with the classification of these factors as significant consequences of perceived brand equity in professional football teams.
Conceptual Frameworks developed from the findings
The results of the study were used to develop four sports brand equity conceptual frameworks and bridge existing practical and theoretical knowledge gaps in the management of sports brands in the country. These include: The Sports Team Brand Hierarchy Conceptual Framework-which was proposed to address the lack of a brand hierarchy model, where teams from different countries are ranked in a single hierarchy according to the level of brand development. The framework can be used to determine the level of brand development and geographical sphere of influence of sports brands. It also provides guidelines on the growth strategies that teams, at the various levels of brand development can adopt for sustainable growth and competitive advantage.
The Integrative Framework for Assessing Perceived
Brand Equity in Professional Sports Teams-which was proposed to address the fact that, there has not been a systematic study that examined and developed conceptual frameworks on brand equity in professional sports teams focusing on those sports fans who use more than one mode of consumption to consume sports products and those who use third party sources like the radio and newspapers as their mode of sports consumption. This framework seeks to increase knowledge on the antecedents, dimensionality and consequences of brand equity in professional sports teams and guide sport brand managers in their strategic brand building endeavours. The Conceptual Framework for Understanding SponsorBased Brand Equity in Professional Sports Teamswhich was proposed to address the lack of a systematic study that examined and developed a conceptual framework on brand equity in professional sports teams from a corporate sponsors' perspective. It seeks to guide sport brand managers on how to unlock sustainable revenues from these emerging revenue streams, for sustainable economic success and competitive advantage in intensely contested globalised markets. This framework shows the attributes that corporate sponsors consider when evaluating sports entities for sponsorship. As a result, it can help sports entities to appreciate and adapt to the attributes that sponsors consider when evaluating sports entities for sponsorship and improve their attractiveness to sponsors.
The Conceptual Framework for Assessing Media-Based
Brand Equity in Professional Sports Teams -which was proposed to address the lack of a systematic study that examined and developed a conceptual framework on brand equity in professional sports, teams from a media-based consumer's perspective. The framework seeks to help managers of professional sports teams understand what makes media practitioners perceive them in favourable way and adapt to those expectations by adopting appropriate brand-building strategies .It can also be used by media-based users of sports brands to evaluate and select sports entities for media coverage. However, these frameworks will not be discussed in detail in this paper. They will be discussed in four separate papers which the author is currently working on.
MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY
The findings of this study allow a number of managerial implications to be derived for sustainable sports team brand management success. The study suggests that although success on the field of play is one of the determinants of brand success in professional football teams, it leads to temporary marketplace outcomes. Sustainable marketplace success for professional football brands depends on their ability to increase customer awareness for their brands and generating strong, favourable and unique brand associations in the minds of current and prospective customers. It is against this background that, this study highlights the need for brand managers of professional teams to understand the sources of brand equity and how they affect market outcomes of interest such as media coverage, ticket sales, sponsorship, merchandise sales, broadcasting rights sales, jersey rights sales and stock market performance, as this can increase their ability to build strong brands and deliver them in a way that ensures sustainable market success. There is also a need for managers of professional football teams to have sound knowledge on the dimensionality of brand equity, as this can improve the effectiveness of their brand building programmes through a better understanding of the elements strategy needs to focus on for successful brand equity enhancement. The study highlighted the need for professional football teams to diversify and strengthen the teams' revenue bases by increasing inflows from television rights, merchandise sale, jersey rights, corporate sponsorship, advertising and stock market activities, for survival in modern football markets where inflows from traditional sources like gate revenue are declining. As a result, it is critical for managers of professional football teams to increase knowledge on how to unlock sustainable revenues from these emerging revenue streams, for sustainable economic success and competitive advantage in intensely contested globalised markets.
For effective brand management, it is essential for managers of professional football teams to have a clear picture of the competitive positions occupied by their teams in the minds of customers, relative to competing brands and the brand strategies they need to adopt to improve the market competitiveness of their brands. This can be achieved through regular marketing research exercises focusing on how the various elements of brand awareness and brand associations are positioned in the minds of customers. The findings show that in most professional football teams, sports sponsoring companies and media houses, the brand management function is handled by the marketing department. Therefore, there is need for these organizations to revolutionize their internal branding strategies and ensure that the brand is enhanced and protected at every point where the organization touches the customer. Future studies can also focus on conducting positivist studies based on representative samples to validate the conceptual frameworks that were proposed in this study to bridge the knowledge gaps that were identified in sports brand equity literature.
LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
The literature sources which provided a theoretical framework to the study were not written from a Zimbabwean perspective. Such literature may fail to accurately mirror the brand perceptions equity on the Zimbabwe sports market since they are based on studies that were carried out on organizations that operate under economic, political, socio-cultural and technological conditions which are different from those prevailing in the country. From a methodological point of view, the results from the qualitative strand of this study are based on small sample sizes. This raises questions about the representativeness of the data and how far it is justifiable to generalize from the findings. However, this was meant to gather in-depth information on the perceived brand equity of professional football teams on the Zimbabwean market and meet the exploratory purpose of the study. Another key limitation of this study relates to the fact that it provides a view of a single sport, football. As a result, it cannot be generalized to other sporting disciplines. The decision to base the study on one sporting discipline was influenced by Onwuegbuzie and Collins (2007) who argue that if the goal is not to generalize to a population, but to obtain insights into a phenomenon, individuals, or events, as is the case with this study, then small samples can be used. On the other hand, the findings from the quantitative strand may be too abstract and general for direct application complex business relationships associated with the brand perceptions held by consumers for professional football teams on Zimbabwean market. The researcher may also have missed out on valuable data because of the quantitative research's focus on causality and testing of conformity to the spectator-based brand equity models.
The use of self-completed questionnaires in the quantitative strand of the study had a number of limitations that should be acknowledged. The survey covered the entire country and this made it impossible to have the researcher present as respondents completed the questionnaires. As a result, some respondents may have interpreted the meanings of questions or statements differently to those intended. The use of Likert-type scale instruments was meant to minimize problems associated with meanings. However, Neuman (2004) notes that, using such a scale for large numbers of questions, as was the case in this study can result in a "response set"-a situation where respondents display a tendency for answering questions in the same way, out of laziness or a psychological predisposition. To minimize this effect, the completed questionnaires were thoroughly scrutinized and those that displayed this tendency were not included in the final analysis. The limitations of the qualitative and quantitative methods used in this study influenced the researcher to integrate these methods as a measure to strengthen the validity of the results. However, like all mixed methods research work, this study was labour and capital intensive, since it used multiple methods. It is also difficult for a single researcher to have expertise in both qualitative and quantitative methods, hence the researcher engaged research assistants with their associated high costs, to complement his efforts. In addition to this, mixed methods research approaches are a relatively new design and as such, some of the methodological details remain to be worked out fully by research methodologists. Other limitations relate to the fact that this study is cross-sectional in nature .As a result; it cannot be relied upon to trace changes in the levels of customer loyalty to professional football teams over time. Most of the individual participants in this study were students. Ideally, the participants should have been recruited from all the demographic segments of the Zimbabwean population by including a significant percentage of the employed and unemployed consumers of football brands to increase generalizability of the research findings. However, this limitation did not have much effect on the attainment of research objectives since students are often considered major consumers of sports products and frequently used in product and brand choice research since they are a captive and easily accessible audience (Biswas and Sherrell, 1993) . Trail, Fink and Anderson (2002) emphasize the need for researchers studying spectators' perceptions about the sporting events to include balanced proportions of male and female respondents since spectators' perceptions about the sporting events tend to vary according to gender .This study falls short on this requirement since its sample was heavily tilted in favour of male respondents. However, the dominance of male respondents closely mirrors the football consumption patterns on the Zimbabwean market where there are more male consumers of football products than females.
As a result, the gender bias of the sample had negligible effects on the quality of the findings. Despite this limitation, the research objectives were met.
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